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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
The quest for reading competency in America began with the famous 
11assachusetts School Law of 1647, which reads in part: 
••• that learning may not be buried in the graves
 
of our fathers in church and commonwealth, the Lord
 
assisting our endeavors - it is therefore orde.red
 
that every township in this jurisdiction, after the
 
Lord hath increased them to fifty householders,
 
shall then forthwitll appoint one within their town
 
to teach all such children as shall resort to him
 
to read and write. 1
 
As colonists continued to explore and settle North America, the 
desire to learn to read became a secondary concern. Priorities were 
survival, establishment of homes, and the cultivation of a livelih6dd. 
However, all through the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth. centuries, 
the desire for reading and learning never disappeared; it remained a 
special obtainable goal for some and a dream for others. 
The Industrial Revolution not only created a different socio­
economic situation, l,t established a need for reading directions and 
communication via the printed word. The immigrant population began to 
decrease in favor of urbanization. Industry found it necessary to 
provi.de a basic skills (primarily readi,ng) education. for its laborers. 
These s~~lls were directed toward the particular job. The vocabulary, 
for example, was not a general list, but rattler, a l:tst of words 
nec.e.ssa.ry for tp4t indivi:dua,l task. with that compan),r.. Employees, through 
l Henry Steele Cammager? ed., Living Ideas·inAmetica,. (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1964), p. 551. 
1 
2 
the efforts of Labor Unions, were granted time during work~ng hours to 
obtain such instruction. The first such union to give strong support and 
leadership was the International Ladies Garment Workers Union. 2 
With the adve~t of each world war, the problem of non-literacy 
among inductees was drawn clearly into focus. uCrashu reading courses were 
provided for such persons. The person was permitted a full armed services' 
program upon attainment of a certain compete.ncy level. World War I. gave 
3
standardized testing an enormous boost. 
During th.e past fi;{ty years, the concept of 1··t.~unctLQn~l li_teracyU 
has evolved. Such a conc~pt has innumerable definitions. Th.Ls· autho:r 
would suggest only a few. In a 1956 UNESCO publication. it was stated 
that 
••• a person is functionally li.terate when he. has
 
acquired the knowledge and skills in re.ad~ng and
 
writing which enable him to engage effectively in
 
all those activities in which liieracy is normally
 
assumed in his culture or group.
 
In 1962, a broader definition was adopted by UNESCO. It stated that 
A person is literate when he has acquired the
 
essential knowledge and skills which enable him to
 
engage in all those activities in Wllich lLteracy
 
is required for effective ftmctioning in his. group
 
and community, and whose attainments in reading,
 
writing and arithmetic make it possible for him
 
to continue to use these skills towards his own
 
and the communIty's development and for active
 
participation in the life of his country.5
 
2Wanda Dauksza Cook, Adult Literacy Edueation in the United States, 
(Newark, Delaware: International Reading Association, 1977), pp. 1-10. 
3William A. Mekrens and Irvin J. Lehmann, Standardized Tests in 
Education) (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston J 1973), p. 125. 
4William S. Gray, The Teaching of Reading and'Writing, (Chicago: 
UNESCO and Scott-Foresman. 1965), p. 24. 
5Hanfred Stanley, "Literacy: The Crisis of a Conventional \-lisdom, II 
Scho?l-Review, 80 (May'1973) p. 382. 
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Many groups have attempted to set grade level attainment as being 
equivalent with literacy. In the past, this has varied from fourth to 
eighth grade) but as the computer age establishes itself, that grade level 
has increased to ninth and sometimes to tenth grade compe,tency. Robert L. 
Hil1erich has put forth a sociological/educational viewpoint which commands 
some thought. He states that 
••• Literacy is that demonstrated competence 
in communication skills which enables the 
individual to ftmction, appropriate to his age, 
independently in his society and with a potential 
for movement in that society.6 
A further discussion of this viewpoint will be presented in Chapter rI. 
Statement of the Problem 
It is the author1s purpose to discuss the complex problem of 
establishi.ng levels of functional literacy and the impli:cati.ons it holds 
for future generations. The current national trend of evaluating each 
student's reading ability before high school graduation is in marked 
contrast to the practice of graduating all students attending twelve 
years of school, regardless of reading level competency. Is- grade level 
attainment an adequate measure of competence? Who determines what 
assessment should be used? What do declining standardize.d test scores 
have to do with. functional Ii teracy? Who is account.able for the success­
ful aquisition of students' basic skills? Is it appropriate to 
establish different levels of attainment for a diverse society? Many 
searching questions need to be ans\vered by and for th.ose responsible 
for the developlnent of "func tloning" young people in an awesome age of 
moon landings and mass communication. 
6Robert L. Hillerich, "Tm-lard an Assessable Definition of Literacytl, 
Engl~~h~~nal, 65 <Yebruary 1975) p. 53. 
4 
Limitations of the Pape~ 
Because this subject is so currect, new materials and opinions 
cross the author's desk each day. However, a deadline for the research 
paper necessitates termination of mat~rials used. It is hoped, therefore, 
that the reader will De sufficiently stimulated by what s/he reads in 
this work, that a more knowledgeable person will continue to stay 
current ~nlth a fast changing educational scene. 
CHAPTER I~I' 
A SYNOPSIS OF THE PAST TWENTY YEARS 
There appear to De no areas in either the. world of work or the 
academic world in which reading does not playa crucial role~ In a 
static, rural society~ functional literacy ~y need to include nothing 
more than the ba.re- mechanics of reading, while. the minimum re.qui.rements. 
must be higher in a rapidly-developing, industrialized society.. Each 
society will have to determine what functional lLteracy should be for 
its citizens. 1 The demands of our technological soc.ie.ty are no longer 
limited to reading and writing as the qualifications for a literate 
person, but s/he must also be able to do simple computation. The 
objective is to develop each citizen into an independent person; a 
person who is able to do the simple language and computational tasks 
without assistance from other persons·. 2 
Even twenty years ago there was a lack of agreement on a 
defillition of literacy. Implicit in ·any definition is the aBility to 
communicate. In 1977 t William R. Powell suggested three levels 
beoween illiteracy and literacy (figure A). In the preliteracy level, 
the individual begins to obtain knowledge of and the- us.a of tQe b.asie 
skills. These basic sId.lls - re.ading~ wri.ting, listening, speaking and 
arithmetic - are acq~ired either through formal or informal instruction. 
lHans U_ Gruntliu, uE.valuat~ng Coml?etence. ~n the.. functional Reading," 
New' HQrizo'ns" rrt Reading~ ed. J'ohn E.. 'Merritt, proceedings of the Fifth 
Intentat1:o11al ' Reading Association World Congress on Readi-ug, (1974), 
pp. 198-207. 
2Willfam R. PONell, "Levels of LiteracY9 I' :Jdurnal "df Readin~, 20 
(March 1977) pp. 488·-492. 
5 
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Level III 
Level II 
areer Li.te-rac 
Basic Literacy 
Preliteracy 
Illiteracy 
Figure A 
The skills must be permanently learned in order for the student not to 
regress. Permanent learning generates' further learning. 
It is at tha basic literacy level that learning becomes. permanent; 
the skills can be used upon demand. This' level creates permanency- of use. 
It will not relapse into illiteracy. Studies would indicate this to occur 
at an estimated grade level of 5.5. 
Career literacy level will require a core of the basic skills 
plus specialized requirements for each role. The level of functi.oning 
demanded will vary and is measureable by each occupation.3 Sticht suggests 
that at a grade level of 7.5 an indivtdual will be entering into the 
career literacy level, permitting minimal work choice and the ability to 
mee t the demands 0 f mos t tIS urvival tasks. t,4 
It would appear that the basic literacy level
 
is where an individual's basic fluency skills
 
consolidate and become intact t that is, reach
 
a level of minimal unity. No higher cognitive.
 
skills are implied - just simple skills resistant
 
to diffusion and extillction••• It is the unique
 
problem of schooling to deliver the basic
 
literacy upon which any vocational choice can
 
build, extend, refine, and specialize. 5
 
3Ibid. 
4T • G. Sticht, ed., Read~for WorIdng, Alexandri-a. Virginia: 
Human Resources' Research OrganizatioIl, 1975. 
5Powel1, "'Levels of I~iteracy" n pp. 488-492 .. 
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It would seem then, that the degrees of literacy are replacing 
the arbitrary literacy-illiteracy dichotomy'. Not only is it necessary now 
to attempt to define literacy, but more so to ask, what is satisfactory 
literacy? One cannot assume that the.re is some magical point at which an 
individual suddenly moves from "illiteracy" to "literacy.tf It is necessary 
to recognize the quality of literacy as a continuum, representing a.l1 
degrees of development. 6 
From an educational view, grade designations for literacy have 
varied: UNESCO set the completion of grade four as a criteria for literacy; 
the U. S. Census Bureau, grade six; the U. S. Army, grade fiva; and the 
u. S. Office of Education,. grades four through. eight. The Bureau of Census 
finds the literacy rate by tabulating the number of people, fourte.en years 
and over who have not completed six years of BC.hool. There is no evidence 
to support the assumption that six years of school ar~ sufficient to 
raise all the student t s abilities to the point ~vhere they can deal compe­
tently with ordinary reading tasks. 7 Bormuth has done various studies 
to prove this statement. 
Grade levels in school tend to reflect age rather than ach.ievement; 
an individual in fifth grade could be reading at a pre-primer level or at 
a high school level!' A gra,de level score does not provide any- information 
on just what kinds of real-world reading tasks a person can perform com­
petently. Arbitrary designations of grade level indicates false analysis. 
The use of a grade l~vel to support a level of literacy may hava innumerable 
faults, however) this does not indicate a major mova to ungraded schools. 
6Robe,rt L. Hillerich, ltToward an Assessable Definiti.on of Literacy tit 
English. Journal, 65 (Februa1~ 1965») pp. 50-55. 
7John Bormuth, !tReading Literacy: Its Definition and Assessment," 
Re~di~Re-se~rchQuarterly., IX (1973-1974), pp. 117-166. 
8
 
It does indicate more individual attention to each pupil and his needs. 
From the sociological/economic view, the function of literacy is 
to enable the individual to cope better in his/her society. The Commission 
on the Right to Read indicates that literacy i.s a competence to meet the 
requirements of adult living. 8 Literacy must be considered for an indivi­
dual at any age because the term "adult" is not a term easily agreed upon. 
Hillerichts definition of literacy, then, will be the one used by the 
author: 
Literacy is that demonstrated competence in
 
commtmication skills "tvhich enables the indivi­

dual to function t appropriate to his age,
 
independently in his society with a potential
 
for movement in that society.9
 
When parents complained that children were no longer learning basic 
reading, writing and arithmetic, no one listened until tes·t Scores began 
plunging and legislators and officials discovered that the supposed mess 
in public education could be a dangerous political issue. 10 Two of the 
sources publishing and commenting on the national test scores came from 
the National Agsessment of Educational Progress (a f~rty-thousand dollar, 
federally funded agency) and from the College Entrance Examination Board. 
The NAEP compared studies of t"eadin~g surveys done in 1971 and in 
1975 with nine, thirteen and seventeen-year-olds. The reading surveys 
included literal comprehensions inferential comprehension and study skills. 
The test scores only become meaningful when compared to desired perfo,r­
mance levels and anticipated changes. None of these levels have been 
8David Harman, ftLiteracy: An. Overview~" Harvard Educational Review, 
40 (May 1970) pp. 226-243_ 
9Hillericll, ttToward an Asse.ssable Definition o£ Literacy, II p. 53, 
lOuHow much must a studen.t master?" Time, 109 (February' 28. 1977) 
p. 74 .. 
9 
indicated. There is further confusion when NAEP is not clear between 
statistical significance and educational significance. 11 Upon further 
examination of the ~eports, the data seem too general and would allow for 
much misinterpretation by the populace~ as has obviously been done. 
In the fall of 1977, the CEEB published the findings of a two~year 
study commissioned to investigate the causes of declining Scholastic Aptitude 
Test scores among high school students. The results indicated six pri­
mary reasons for the lower scores. First, it was a Itdecade of distraction'" 
with trauma because of wart political assassinations, burnings, national 
corruption and the like. Second, there was an increase in the number of 
children living in one-parent homes. Third, by the age of sixteen, it 
was estimated that most children have watched 10,000 - 15,000 hours of 
television - more time than hours in school. Fourth, most high schools 
have added many electives only to have reduced required courses. It is 
obvious that some of those courses need to be required again. Fifth, 
there is excessive absenteeism~ grade inflation, automatic promotions, 
less homework and easier teKtbooks t according to the findings. Finally, 
the motivation for learning seems to be less. The desire to do well is 
12
not nearly as prevalent now as in the Rast. This author has not found 
evidence to prove that the new textbooks are easier. In fact, within 
the past few years) there may be a tendency in the opposite direction. 
Brickman indicates that a University of Texas research team ana 
the United States Commissioner of Education have made it plain that state 
and local education agencies will want to examine what they are teaching 
11Richard L. Venezky, ftNAEP - Should We Kill the Messenger that 
Brings Bad Ne.ws?1t The. ReadiIlg Teache.r, 30 (April 1977) pp. 750-755). 
12John Ryor, "Declining SAT Scores J tf Today-"s .Educ?-tion, 66
 
CNovenlbe-r~De.ce.mbe.r 1977) pp. 6-8.
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at the elementary leve.ls and perhaps reconsider requirements for Ugh 
school graduation. 13 TUs statement was made nearly two years ago. The 
subject of functional literacy and high school requirements has taken on 
a real sense of urgency in just that time. 
According to results of tests given to 4200 seventeen-yaar-olds 
by the gove.rnmentts Right to 'Read program, thirteen per cent are function­
ally illiterate. Gilbert B. Sctiffman, director of this program commented: 
itA great deal remains to be done before we can claim to have eradicated 
illiteracy. "14 
The result of all this is that in the past year, "Minimal competency 
testing" has Decom~ the current catch phrase in public education. Legis­
lators are introducing bills concerning minimal compe.tency because. taxpayers 
ar~ putting so much money into education, yet read and hear about students 
without basic skills. The legislators are finding it necessary to account 
1Sfor the use of all those tax funds. At this point in time, it would 
appear that parents, educators and legislators are all getting on the 
bandwagon. "The plot thickens" as each supports hi.s/her own specific 
interests. 
In California) achievement te.sting is now state required and the 
results are widely published. Because of this publication and a common 
tendency for misuse, administrators are urged to be suspect of any single 
data source and to find the test data useful rather than the answer. The 
current trend is for school principals to use the test scores only in 
conjunction with the classroom teacherts assessment of the children. It 
13William l~. Brickman, HAdul t Func tional Compe.tency and Educational 
}fJ.B.lfunctioning, I.t Irtte.llect, 104 (March 1976) p. 451. 
14uTeaching all to read: still an uphill battle-,It U. S .. News and 
World Report, 82 (January 24, 1977) p. 61. 
15"I-IOW much must a student nlaster,lI p. 74. 
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.. · b k 16i s t hen t hat appropr1ate act~on can e ta en. Many other state depart­
nents of education have continued to warn of the dCi:nger of using any 
single test score. That one indicator reflects only a facet of a child's 
ability or achievement. 
In September) 1972, the Oragon State Board of Education passed 
new minimum high school requirements for students entering ninth. grade in 
1974, the result of which was to be a new competency-based instruction 
and three requirements for graduation. Not only were th.ere attendance 
and course requirements, but also a three-fold competency requirement. 
The competencies are in 1) personal development, that is: basic skills 
of reading, writing, computing, listening, speaki~ngt and analyzi.?-g; 
understanding scientific and technical processes; maintaining a healthy 
body and mind; and skills to remain a life-long leanler; 2) social 
responsibility, including interactions with enVironment; local. state 
and natiol1.al government knowledge; streets and highways; consumer aware~ 
ness; and 3) career development: skills needed in chosen field; good 
work habits and attittldes;, good interpersonal relationsh~ps; decision-
making. Taylor feels that individualized instruction will be an outgrowth 
as a result of the new law and that some competency alternatives will 
be necessary. He feels that the entire school program will have to be 
revised to create more precise goals and expectations. 17 
Shapiro and Kriftcher review the program of a school in New York 
City, Their individualized reading program begins with competency at 
16George Plumle.igh., "Achievement Test Scores: Are. They of Any Use?" 
Phi, ~elta K~PP~H, 58 (April 1977) pp. 614~15. 
17Boh L. Taylor, tlWill the Oregon Graduation Requirements Lal-l Set 
New Directions for the Nation"s Secondary Sch.ools?tI" North .Central "AsSocia­
ti~rt Quart~rly, 50 (Winter 1976) pp. 321~327~ 
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the Itreading the li,nes" level, and moves on to the tlreading between the 
lines" and finally "reading beyond the linesH competency level,18 Teaching 
at only that first and mayba second level is a trap that many educators 
fall into. The second and third levels are more demanding of both the 
student and th.e teacher. This becomes more apparent when. one carefully 
views the, recent SAT and ACT scores of high seMol students. 
In 1973, Michigan switched from norm-reference.d te.sts to criteri,on­
referenced tests, in reading and math. Porter, the Superintendent of 
Instruction and a national accountability leader, indicates that· now the 
information is valuable to share with parents" 
The State Board of Education is not interested in
 
using test scores to predict future success or fatl~
 
ure. The primary purpose of the state assessment
 
program is to assess what educational attainments and
 
deficiencies e.xist in order to build upon the attain­

ments and to reduce the defi.ciencies. The tmderlying
 
assump·tion, of course, is that without basic skills,
 
especially in reading and mathematics, success' is
 
Virtually impossible.1 9
 
As with any test information, it can be misused and/or unused. Too few 
people. are aware of the Iimi.tations of the i,n1;onnati.on that a test score. 
provides. 
By June 1, 1977, twenty-four states had introduced sixty-seven 
bills to their legislatures related to competency testing. While state 
interest remains keen, the idea llas also c.aught on at the fede.ral leve,l. 
Congressman Ronald M. Mottl(D.) representing the 23rd District in Ohio 
has indluded the idea in house resolution 6088 and in house resolution 
l~ath,aniel Shapiro and Noel Kriftclier, tfCombatting the Low'er 
and Higher Illite.racies~U Journal of Re~din~:t 19 (February 1976) pp. 381-386. 
19John li_ Porter t uTh_e Vi.rtue..s of a State Assessment Program,U 
Phi. De~~a Kappan~ 57 (June 1976) pp. 666-668. 
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7116 requi.ring state education agencies to establish basi.c standards of 
educational proficiency for h.igh school graduation. The bill amends the 
Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965 and would have sta~e ~gencies create 
proficiency high school graduation plans prior to receiving funds under 
19the Act.
Tangdall and Findley report from Westside Riga School, School 
District 66, in Omaha, Nebraska, that a minimal level of reading competency 
has been established. The primary time of testing is in the second 
semester of the ninth grade. Seven competency areas are required. These 
are in reading, writing, math. oral communication, consumerism, problem 
20
solving, and democratic process. All but the reading test are homemade. 
The Gates MacGinitie Reading Test is given to all ninth graders with a 
standard score of 40 as passing. 21 
The Superintendent of Schools of Gary, Indiana ~ reports that 
accountability for functional literacy should be shared by students, 
22 parents and staff. This dfstrict has established the sixth grade level 
as minimum for functional literacy, whatever that may endorse. 
The state of Maryl~nd specif£es categories in whic~ students must 
be functionally literate. These include followtng directions, locating 
references t gaining information, understanding forms and attaining personal 
development. Students are tested for such competencies in the seventh and 
19Chris Pipho, ttMinimal Competency Testing - Summary of State 
Actions," Denver, Colorado, 1977. 
20llMini:mum Compatency Tests, ',I Special Re,l?ort~ COJllnlunity Edition, 
Omaha, Nebraska (February 19762. 
21Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test, (New York City: Teacher's College 
Press, 1965). 
22L• HcAndraw, "Accountability and the 3 R's,u lli~h'Setiool Journal, 
60 (~ebruary 1977) pp. 238~24J •. 
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eleventh grades. 23 
Greensville County, Virginia, schools deserve attention in their 
tremendous efforts toward producing competent students. In 1973, there 
were 3 t 700 students out of a county popul~tion of 16 t OOO. An integrated 
(65% blacks) school system, it ranked in the bottom third on national 
achievement tests. Educators, admin~strators and parents determined that 
something drastic had to De done. At this point t students began to be 
tested twice a year to determine whether they had mastered the material for 
th.eir grade. Those who had not were retained, regrouped and reme.diated 
with emphasis on the basic skills' of reading, writing, and m.ath. The pro­
gram is organized to allow for half-promotions. For those wh.o either 
cannot or do not want to earn a high school diploma, a system of a four-
year Occupational Proficiency Training course i.s. provided. To qualify 
for this program, the student must be at least fourteen years old. be two 
or more grades oehind, and have written parental request. The curriculum 
for thi.s O.P.T. certificate includes reading, spelling, math a.nd craft 
skills. Students graduate with this certificate that details their parti­
cular job-related skills. The achievement average for all other students 
has jumped from the tI1.irtieth percentile to the fiftieth on national tests. 
The greatest advances have been in the first seve~ grades where the weaknesses 
are more easily corrected. The dropout rate has decreased considerably.24 
An unusual circumstance has occurre.d as a result of action taken 
by the school board of Newton, North. Carolina. They have ruled that, 
beginning in 1980, only students with at least a C average will be awarded 
23
uMaryland f·S Functional Reading Program, II (September 30 t 1975}. 
24"Goodbye to the Rubber Diplomas" Time, (September 26, 1977) 
pp. 46-47. 
15
 
a diploma. The chairman of the board stated that many complaints were 
being registered by employers whD hired students who could not read or 
write. Some national and state officials as well as the Departmen.t of 
Public lnstruction warn that this action will probably not make. students 
work harder and that it would increase the number not receiving diplomas. 
The high school principal feels the students are all capable and will meet 
the challenge. School offLcials said they would try to provide extra help 
for those not meeting the grade requirements. 25 This author has not found 
evidence of any other school board going to a grade point requirement. 
The results of this action could prove helpful to states working on com­
petency requirements. 
In response to this authorts inquiry in August, 1977, Robert C. 
Van Raalte, an assistant superintendent for the Wisc,onsin Department of 
Pllblic Instruction, provi.ded some, information regarding the status of 
reading leve'l of students gradua.ting from high school. liThe. De.partment 
has not taken a position and/or established particular criteria ~egarding 
the reading level of students graduating from Wisconsin High Schoo!s."26 
It has not established a definition for functional literacy, nor does the 
Director for the Right to Read plan to issue such a definition. The 
Right to Read program uses the two-page definition established oy the 
United States Office of Education. This definition contains a list of 
fi.fteen tasks that a functionally literate person should be able to do. 
The tasks are not in priority order. 27 
25Mi,lwaukee, ~lisconsiJ], The Milwaukee Journal, (October 19, 1977). 
26R.obe.rt C. Van Raalte to Barbara C. Fisher t 5 August 1977 t State 
of Wisconsin, Department of Public Instructi,on t Madison) Wisconsin. 
27Appendix 1. 
" ...: . 
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Van Raalte made inquiry of the Legal Department for the WLsconsin 
Department of Public Instruct£on on the author~s behalf. In response to 
a question concerning the legal rights of parents to redress a grievance 
against a school district for inadequate education of a student, Mr. Pieroni 
cited the only case which confronted this specific issue and the decision 
that was rendered. The. case was of Peter \'1. of the San Francisco Distri.ct 
(1976) 131 Cal. Rptr. 854. The plaintiff was an eighteen-year~old high 
school graduate wh.o brought suit against hi.s school di.strict alleging 
negligence and intentional misrepresentation on the part of the school 
district. The plaintiff alleged he was graduated with a £ifth grade reading 
ability and therefore was unqualified far employment which required more 
than fifth grade reading abili.ty. The. California Appellate Court affirmed 
the trial court in holding that the plaintiff failed to state a cause of 
action for which relief could be granted. Th.e court could not find the 
school district guilty of negligence. The court further noted that 
achievement of 'literacy in school is influenced by a host of factors beyond 
the control of teachers, i.e., conditions affecting the physical, neurolog­
ical, emotional, cultural and environmental aspects of the studentts 
development. The court also rejected the alternative count of intentional 
mLsrepresentation. 
There has not been a similar case in \>J'isconsin, nor are there any 
pending at the tri.al court level or by the Supreme Court. 
Considering the fact that California is one of the 
leading jurisdictions in creating new areas of tort 
liability and given the courts t thorough. examinati.on 
of the existing public policy factors, this decision 
is a strong iO.dication of hO"tv courts in other jurts­
dict~..ons 'to1Quld decide this issue. 28 ' 
28Steve PieronL to Robert C. Van Raalte~ August 1977, State of 
W.isconsin, Department of Public In.struction, Madis'on, Wisconsi.n . 
. \'" ~ ~, , 
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The State Superintendent of Public Instruction, Dr. Barbara 
Thompson, has appointed a "Blue Ribbon Commission" and charged it to 
examine competency-based education in reading, writing and mathematics. 
The commission was to recommend three alternative models which Wisconsin 
might consider. The recommendations, in essence, follow, 
The first alternative was that each local district would be 
responsible for developing its own competency-based education program in 
the three areas being considered. The Department of Public Instructiont 
upon request, would provide expert£se and help with goals and obj~ctives~ 
The legislature would be urged to provide appropriate fun.ding. Parents, 
the Board of Education, staff and pupils \vould De involved in establish~· 
ing competency levels. Evaluation of pupils t competence would be done 
periodically with results reported to parents. Remediation would be 
provided for needful students and in-service programs would be provided 
for staff. 
rne second alternative is that the. competency programs would be 
developed by a cluster of schools or districts. 
The third alternative stated that since competency-based education 
is a relatively new concept and other states are working on it, this 
state should examine the results of other programs and wait until 1980 
before any state-wide implementation is made. 
Some local districts, such as Milwaukee and Sparta) are working 
29 
on competency programs. 
This action is all forward looking. ¥fuat about those who are 
already eighteen or over and who are not functionally literate in English? 
2~Pat Bricker to Barbara C. Fisher, 4 November 1977, Marinette, 
Wisconsin. 
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This situation merits a study by itself. However, the author would 
like to cite a current Wisconsin program~ 
The program is that of the Literacy Services of Wisconsin, head­
quartered in Milwaukee. The Laubach centered program started in the 
1950's in a church as an adult improvement program, concentrat~ng on 
basic skills. Because of tremendous demands for more classes and racial 
riots in the 1960'5 1 it became necessary to rent "downtown tf facilities. 
The center, officially founded in 1968, now works on a one-to~one basis 
with 275 students per day in the area of read~ng only.. TIle .~ounder 
and director, Dr. Harding, indicated that an eighth grade reading level 
is the minimum accepted for functional literacy.. This is the level 
established by the federal government for the Adult Basic EducatLon 
program .. The recipient of the Pabst-Blue Ribbon award in 1977, the 
center services about 5,000 persons of forty-eight dif~erent language 
30backgrounds,~across the state. 
It now is evident that what was once a relatively easily 
understood concept - functional literacy. has burst into a many-factored 
term, loaded with implications. Vague lists of objectives establislled 
and endorsed by teaching staff, curriculum committees and administrators 
are no longer acceptable. This last quarter of nae twentieth century 
has brought about the necessity for competence in communication skills 
at a fundamental level. Competence, then implies accountability ­
accountability on the part of staff, administrators, students and 
parents. 
30Intervie\-1 vlith Vyvyan llarding, Li.teracy Services of Wisconsin, 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin) 17 January 1978. 
CHAPTER III 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE IMMEDIATE FUTURE 
Our definition of functional literacy must be demanding enough 
to allow a person to function comfortably in todayt s society and yet 
realistic enough to be achieved by most people. It must be a flexible 
definition which allows for change as society changes makes different 
demands on its people.! 
Davis suggests a functional literacy skills curriculum in addi­
tion to the present secondary curriculum. In the first place., specific 
curricular areas must be decided upon. Then performance objectives 
must be written to establish those skills which are considered necessary 
for daily functioning. Second, criterion-referenced test items need 
to be developed and administered when students have completed units. 
Third, cumulative records must be kept. Fourth, students should be tested, 
remediated when necessary and retested t with results sent to parents several 
times each year. Last, Davis suggests that as early as seventh grade 
and surely before graduation, a student should be tested in all areas to 
see what curriculum s/he should follow. 2 
The National Association of Secondary School Principals commissioned 
a special task force to study graduation requirements. The findings 'indi­
cate that reviews and revisions are necessary because: ell there are new 
1Cook, Adult, f.i~~r:'lcyEducation~nth.e Un!-ted States, pp. 1....10. 
2Robbie. G. Davis, "Needed:. Functional Literacy Skills Curricula 
and Tests,U E'ducational Tec!"t~ology, 17 01arch 1977} pp. 52-54. 
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legal prerogatives for youth with eighteen-year-old constitutional 
rights, (b) adolescence actually occurs earlier and presents difte.rent 
circumstances for the '70's, (c) new social conditions have been created 
with the family influence and control diminishing, (d) new secondary 
school-college relationships are developing, and eel there are new atti­
tudes about education with alterllative approaches. The tasl. force 
suggests that a diplcma sIlould have the following attributes: the 
recipi,ent sho.uld have an ability to re.ad, write and compute with specified 
proficiency; should have an undarstanding of the processes and structure 
of democrati..c governance; and should have successfully completed a series 
of courses and/or planned experiences, some of which involve a group set~ 
ting. The task force further reconnnends the use of state-wide, COlnpetency 
measures and the use of both certificates and diplomas. Each student 
would receive a certificate of competency, stating leve.ls of competency 
in reading, writing t math and American history. The more successful student 
would receive both a certificate and a diploma. 3 
It is certainly true that what one individual needs' and/or is able 
to accomplish is unique to that individual. This fact alone compounds the 
problems involved in the growing desire to establish ·minimum national 
standards of school achievement. 
The. United States Commissioner of EducatLon said, u~ •• the goal is 
to insure that by 1980 no student should leave school without the skills 
of reading and communication. tt4 
3Sc.ott D. Thomson, Chairman, t1High Sc.hool Graduat:i""n Requirements," 
Gt"aduation Reqllirements. t (Reston, Va.: a report of a Speci,al Task Force 
on'Graduatlqn Re4uire~nts of the National Association of Secondary School 
Principals, 1975) pp. 1-7. 
IlRuth Love Holloway, ffTh.e l'lorldwide Right to Re,ad, U Reading for AlIt 
Qte~-lark, Delaware: International Reading Association, 1973) t pp. 27-28. 
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Many educators see competency-based education/accountability as 
an outgrowth of increased educational costs and the failure of schools 
to improve at a rate commensurate with these costs. This represents an 
attempt to use industrial management techniques to improve, education. 
Hillerich stresses the benefits of accountabilLty. Those_ benefits 
include encouraging the specific determination of needs and accomplish~ 
ments, generating willingness to institute change, dive.rt~ng pres-sure. 
from the school to the contractor, ~acilitating desagregation, shifting 
lIfailuretl from the child to the educator, solving the. problem of reading 
deficiencies~ guaranteeing effective use. of tax ~oney, and providing in~ 
centive for better education. C"mpetency and acc·oun.tab.ili.-ty· are difficult 
to measure because the instruments used for measurement are really insen~ 
sitive. Hillerich warns that i.f this whole issue. moves toa fast at th.e 
top, an empty administrative chan.ge 'may have taken place, rather than 
thorough efforts at being more knowledgable and more speci.fic in understanding 
5and handling of the educational proce.sses.
Within the past year, Finch addressed the. meaning of competency-
based education t-li.th a questionnaire as a vehicle of measurement. TId.s 
instrument was sent to every state superintendent of education and to a 
randomly selected local superintendent in each state (local areas had a 
student population or 5,000 to 10,000). It was also sent to twenty' 
researchers and al.lthors of reading texts t among Wl1Qm were.. L. W. Carr.tllo, 
J. B. Carroll, J. S. ChaII, D. D. Cushenbery, D. Durkin, R.• Farr, R. Fry, 
A. J. Harris, A. ,~. Heilman, R. Karlin, W. Kottmeyer, c. McCullough., 
5Rohert L. Hillerich., IIAccountability and th.e Teaching of Reading, U 
El~ment~El.E~~l~sh, 52 (May 1975} pp. 631~687~ 
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N. J. Silvaroli" and G. D. Spache. The response rate was seventr per 
cent of the superintendents and seventy per cent of the authors. 
Finch feels that one of the. main issues in determining the meaning 
of competency-based education is relevance: parents and students want 
relevant education. 
They want school to prepare them for lLfe,
 
for work, and for their many de~initions of
 
success. Is' coping with the real world the
 
criterion test of reading aoility? Parents
 
and students' think 50. 6
 
Releyant education is certainly not a new issue. In fact) it appears 
repeatedly when tax dollars are discussed, when any testing is done t 
and/or when judgements are made concerning any student. An important facet 
of relevance is just what consti.tutes relevant education and by whose 
standards. Taxpayers want to know how children are performing and, if not, 
why not. It is 'no longer enough to ask if Johnny can read t but rather, 
should Johnny prove he can read before he graduates. 
Another ma.jor issue according to Finch, concerns' the. meaning of 
a di.ploma. Should one be granted to each person? lJpon what basis is a. 
diploma awarded? Of the twenty-one states that were committed to compe­
tency-based education and testing back in 1976, eight indicated that the 
diploma was tied to the testing results. Most of the states were trying 
7
not to	 equate the diploma with these yinds of results. 
In like manner, report cards in school certainly do not provi~e 
6Fredrich L •. Finch., "'Is coping wi,tIl- the real world the criterion 
tes't of reading aBility?" 2 'May 19.i7, InternatLonal Reading Association, 
Miami Beach, Florida. 
7pat Bricke.r to Barba,ra c. risher, 4 November: 19.77, 'Marinette, 
lqiscons,in. 
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adequate information. They probably' should be replaced witQ some form 
of objective-basad instruction and frequent communication with parents 
and the students. 
A basic question that is involved with the entire. issue is wh.ether 
i.t is ):e.asonable to set mini.J:num standards. for students.. 1f t.t i.a, wh.o 
eS.tablishes·· them, now often are they reevaluated. and at what i.nterva.ls· 
are checks made to see if those standards are being achieve.d? In response 
to Fincht·s statement J uThere is a m!nimum 'level of readi;ng ski.lls· that 
at least ninety per cent of all students can and should attain", ~ighty 
per cent of the state superintendents and seventy-seven per cent o~ the 
authors strongly agreed, but the local superintendents were not quite so 
enthusiastic about this kind of a goal, with only forty-five per cent 
agreement. This was probably the case because the meeting of thi.s goal 
would fall to the local admini.strative level. 
UIn addition to minimum standards, additional reading goals con­
sis tent with each individual t s ability ar.d aspirations should be established. II 
Response to this Finch sta.ttmnent points out that indi.vidual ability· ald 
aspirations should not be overlooked: eighty-five per cent of the state 
superintendents, seventy-six per cent of the local superintendents and 
ninety-two per cent of the authors agreed that the needs of the individual 
should be considered. 8 
Indivi.dual needs are important and crucial to any educational con­
cern for a functionally li.terate young person. Major problems ari.se. :t.n 
the management and implimentation of individualized instruction. What can 
be done to help alleviate these proolems? 
8Finch, ~ITs coping with the real \-Torld the criterion test of 
reading allility?1f 
-;'. " 
.;... 
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Systems of Computer-Managed Instruction address the 
question. They give teachers the information necessary 
to choose relevant instructional activities for meet­
ing each student 1 s' learning needs. They also perform 
the routine clerical tasks of monitoring student 
progress. 9 
The Wisconsin System o·f Instructional Management (WI.S-SIM) is a Computer~ 
Managed Instruction sy·stem being developed and tes·ted at th.e Research 
and Development Center for Cognitive Learning in Madison. Wisconsin. 
WIS-SlM is designed to support programs ot individually 
Guided Education, although it can support any curricula 
that meet the following requirements: 
- A specified set of measuraBle instructional objectives. 
- Established levels of mastery for each specified 
objective. 
- Criterion-referenced tests (and/or observation
 
sched~les), Doth pretests and posttests. to assess
 
ac~evement of specified oDjectives.
 
Currently, three individualized elementary p~ograms 
are being managed with WIS-SIM. They are Developing 
Mathematical Processes CDMP)~ the Wis~onsin Design for 
Reading Skill Development (WDRSD), and Science, a 
Process Approach rr (SAPA II). Schools in seven 
Wisconsin communities involving more than 2 t 500 
students are using WIS-SIM for one or more of these 
curricula. In addition, eight schools in Duluth, 
Minnesota, are using a version of WIS-SIM to manage 
WDRSD. 
The systems offer more th.an automated record keeping. I.ts useful­
ness ranges from monitoring student progress to furnishing information 
in the diagnostic/prescriptive processes to providing opportunity for 
evaluation of long range educational goals. 
None of these functions is meant to replace that
 
critical teacher function - instructing students.
 
But there is no doubt that individualized educa­

tion presents some difficult prob~ems for teachers
 
as they try to manage the instructional program ot
 
each student.10
 
Over half of the respondents in Finchts survey expected that within 
9Carol Dagnon and Dennis l{. Spuck, t:'A Role for Computers in 
individualizing Instruction ~ And It's Not Teaclllng~ Phi 'Delta Ka~, 
58 <Yebruary' 1977) p. 460. 
lOIbid. 
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tne next few years, students will have to demonstrate mastery. of 
specific criterion-referenced test objectives in order t~ graduate. Be~ 
cause of this standard, it was' also thought that student proficiency should 
be checked as early as fifth grade and not later than tenth or eleventh. 
grade. The most likely time for initial assessment of co~petence should 
probably occur in junior high school in order to allow time for remedia­
tion. II 
In a 1977 Gallop Youth Survey, sixty-three per cent of those 
between ages thirteen and eighteen approved passing tests to get a diploma. 12 
The young people oeviously felt there should be some degree of competency 
before graduating. 
Within the past two or three years, over half of the s.tates have 
taken definite steps concerning competency testing. ~opham describes 
this bandwagon effect as an Ueducational phenomenon". He indicates spe­
eifie advantages of competency testing. First, the public is demanding 
to know curriculum goals and whether they are being achieved. The 
aspirations should be put to public scrutiny. The. entire cOmInuni.ty can 
be more accountable when all concerned are aware of the goals. Second, 
educational tasks will be more clearly designed. No more vague objec­
tives would be acceptable. Education would become targeted inatruction. 
Last, teachers in particular would be more attentive to promote those 
goals. Accountability for all involved in the educational process would 
be heigh_tened. 
Popham sees the reaction to ~nimum competency fal1~g into three 
llFinch, "ls coping eith the real world the. cri.-te.rion te.st 
of reading ability?" 
I2Los Angeles, California, The Los Angeles Times, (December 
29, 1977). 
26
 
major categories. The educational unit can simply ~mply. l-tinimum 
energy is used to meet the goals. In fact, only enough effort is ex­
erted to just get by. The second reaction is also not very productive 
for the students and that is to make sure that each child gets his/her 
diploma - no more and no less. ~e third reaction is known as enhance­
ment orientation. Here is the catalytic opportunity to say what education 
is all about. It's necessary to demonstrate that the student can perform. 
Of course, this must involve a form of measurement and this can be 
crucial. 13 
The trend in measurement for competency-based education is changing 
from previously accepted norm-referenced tests to criterion-referenced 
tests. Results of norm-referenced tests are too vague to satisfy explicit­
ness required for competence. A significant factor concerning the 
necessary spread in computing norm-referenced tests appears when these 
standardized tests are revi.sed. The more e.ffective1y teachers teach, the 
better the students do. To those test revisors, those items that score 
high are removed because they would appear to be too easy. At the other 
end of the curve are the items missed by a significantly large number; 
these items are also removed because of difficulty level. What tends to 
remain, then, on a revised test, are "middle" kinds of items that may 
or may not test what the children have been taught or know. A criterion ­
referenced test should be very clear as to what is being measured. In­
numerable testing companies are producLng instruments supposedly designed 
to measure competencies. A test-selection committee could make a serious 
error in incorr~ctly selecting a test. if the test is not carefully studied 
13w. James Popham, H}'taking the Iligh School Diploma Me-aningful ­
Competency-Based Testing, It 6 January 1978, La.keshore Administrators and 
Supervisors Canfere.nee, Milvlaukee, '-Jisconsin. 
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for clear descriptions of measurement. 
Popham strongly recommends that the competencies devised by a 
district or a state b~ few in number t but encompass highly significant 
skills. Competencies are much larger in scope and are much more specific 
than behavioral objectives. When the professional staff fully comprehends 
the competencies, more efficient teaching can take place. Persons should 
then be able to share insights on how to teach toward a competency. There 
is not longer room for vague visions of what should be accomplished in 
the instructional scene. There is potential for lasting positive results. 
Popham warns of some dangers wLth establishing competency~based 
education. Minimum competencies can become maximums if nominal effort 
is put forth. Instruction should be to achieve the minimum and then do 
as much more as possible. Another danger appears when tests are being 
selected. This must be done with great care. Finally, levels and 
standards must be established realistically and with much intelligence, 
after serious consideration for the particular socia-economic situation. 14 
State-wide competency standards permit uni.formity·, thus allowing 
a child to move within a state without changing minimum requirements. 
State adopted standards could ¥ield broad support and resources to local 
districts. However, local districts usually dislike having rules imposed 
upon them by the state department. 
On the other hand, if a local district establishes competency 
goals, more effort and enthusiasm is usually generated and an error in 
goal-setting can be quickly assessed and corrected, Districts within a 
state should have similar competencies so that adjustment is not difficult 
for children who might move from one district to another~ 
14Ibid • 
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Education in general and learning in particular are so complex 
that absolute guarantees cannot be made. However, competencies for 
functionally literate and able young people can and should be derived 
from goals established in collaboration with professionals, students and 
parents, on a continuing basis. 
Summary 
In conclusion, some important factors need to be reviewed. We 
are in the midst of a major educational/instructional change that affects 
administrators, all professional staff, pupils and parents. For all 
of these persons, th.e goal of functionally literate, contri.buting high 
school graduates must always be kept in focus. This goal will remain 
constant, however, it will be necessary to frequently review, revise and 
refocus means toward that goal. 
For administrators, it will mean serious research and study of 
competency-based education, guarding against jumping on a fast-moving 
bandwagon. Within two years all states will have faced this issue head-
on. It is difficult to change behavioral objectives to widely-encompassing~ 
specific goals. It is an enormous task to seek out the limitations of a 
district t its current curriculum, and determine newer and more meaningful 
methods of measuring. Careful, thoughtful, thorough decisions must be 
made and then reevaluated frequently. 
The professional staff must never lose sight of the precise goals 
for each. student. Cooperative, concerned communication from all members 
of the staff need to permeate the entire instructional scene. In-service 
programs will be a necessity; these must be worthwhile, well-planned, and 
of current concern. An efficient management system should assume the use 
of paraprofessionals and aides, well-trained in record-keeping skills. 
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Pupils should be well aware of their own abilities and/or lack 
of the~, through criterion-referenced tests, interviews, and teacher 
observation in and out of a classroom situation. An individualized 
program can better be devised after a student is viewed from several 
aspects. A pupil may well be able to help establish his/her own goals 
and subsequently be more encouraged to meet minimum goals and possibly 
seek more, depending on ability and realistic self-understanding. Because 
the pupil is the focal point of thi.s entire issue, open, frequent CODUnu~ 
nication with professional~staff, parents and the pupil is mandatory. 
It is vitally important to include parents in the studentls 
academic career. Positive support and encouragement can mean the difter­
ence between a successful pDogram for each student and a mediocre one. 
Reports~ Doth verbal and written, at regular, frequent intervals provide 
a vehicle for the communication. 
Young people with special handicaps and needs will require programs 
and staff that can meet their unique situations. The ultimat~ goals for 
th.em should be highly flexible and designed for the individual. Main­
streaming should remain as an integral part of this program. Again, 
communication is vital to this program. 
No matter what the achievement level is for each child) his/her 
academic program should be designed to allow and encourage the student 
to do the best s/he is capable of. If adminstrators) professional staff, 
parents and the pupils are s~ncere in their efforts to help each student 
attain his/her pdtential, our high schools should be graduat~ng functionally 
literate roung people who are citizens as independent as thei.r person­
ality and ability allows them to be~ 
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UNITED STATES OFFICE OF EDUCATION DEFINITION
 
OPERATIONAL TASKS FOR FUNCTIONAL LITERACY
 
A literate person ~s one who has acquired the essential knowledge 
and skills in reading, writing and computation required for effective 
functioning i.n society, and whose attainment in such skills makes it 
possible for him to develop new aptitudes and to participate actively 
in the life of his times. 
Functional literacy is further defined in terms of levels of 
literacy. Operationally a literate person can satisfactorily perform 
the followi~g takks:* 
To read and understand a news'paper (standardized by 
N. Y. Times) generally and specifically the classified 
and advertisement section.
 
To read the driver'·s license test in any state so skillfully
 
as to be able to pass the examination.
 
To analyze and read voter registration instructions 
to the extent that analytical decisions can be made. 
To read and comprehend popular business contracts such 
as those issued by used car dealers, furniture stores, 
clothing shops, and auto mechanic dealers. 
To read household labels on such items as groceries, 
medicine. recipes, machine instructions t etc. 
To read to the extent that the person can perform jobs 
classified as minimal level. 
To read personal letters, bills. 
To follo"tv public instructions SUCll_ as road and b_ui.lding
 
signs ..
 
To utilize effectively t'he telephone directory.
 
*Tasks are not in priority order. 
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To be able to complete job applications. 
To read skillfully enough to obtain and perform on 
blue collar jobs. 
To be able to discuss what is read in logi.cal manner. 
To read magazine articles at the level of Life. Good 
Housekeeping, Ebony, and Sports Illustrated. 
To read the Bible. 
To comprehend business letters from debtors and
 
creditors.
 
While the tasks are not prioritized, a uRange of Illiteracy" is taken 
from the Harris survey: 
1.	 l'LO"t~ Survival Threshold" - Respondents who average more 
than 30% incorrect, that is, less than 70% correct on all 
five forms. The survival proBability of thi.s' group must 
be assumed to be low. Relatively, they are therefore 
considered functionally illiterate in modern American 
society. Despite the fact that these respondents may show 
anywhere up to 70~ correct answers, they are still considered 
relatively illi.terate. 
2.	 uQuestionable Survival ThreShold lt - Respondents who average 
more th.an 20% incorrect anslv-ers t that is, less th.an 80% 
correct answers. 
3.	 uMarginal Survival Threshold" - Respondents who average 
more than ten percent incorrect answers, that is~ any 
number of correct answers below 90%. Generally this 
group lacks total survival reading ability and includes 
members of the above two groups. 
4.	 "Likely Survival Threshold" - Respondents who average fewer 
than ten percent incorrect answers, that is, between 90 ­
100% correct answers. This group is considered functionally 
literate. 
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